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The Cleveland Museum of Art 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE CONTACT; Ginger Parker 

September 12, 1997 (216) 421-7340, ext. 265 

HISTORIC JAPANESE PUPPET TROUPE BEGINS AMERICAN TOUR 
AT THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART 

(Cleveland, Oh) In the picturesque Seto Inland Sea of central Japan, lies the small island 
of Awaji, where it is believed that Japan's renowned puppetry arts were born over 500 
years ago. Now for the first time ever in Cleveland, The Awaji Puppet Players of Japan 
will perform at the Cleveland Museum of Art on Saturday, November 8, 1997, at 8 p.m. in 
Gartner Auditorium. This special one-time performance is co-sponsored by the Japan 
Society of Cleveland and is the opening show of the troupe's first eastern US. tour in 23 
years. 

The puppet troupe will perform three short plays loosely based upon historical 
fact. The first drama, Double Suicide in Sonezaki, is based upon a true double suicide that 
took place in Sonezaki, Osaka on April 7, 1703. It is a tragic story of two forbidden 
young lovers, who believe their only chance of marriage is their afterlife together. The 
second, the allegory Princess Yaegaki and the Spirit of the Fox, is the story of a beautiful 
princess, who risks her own life to warn her fiance of her father's plan to attack his clan. 
The third play, Ebisu Dance, is a lighthearted tale about the deity Ebisu, who visits a small 
fishing village and bestows good luck and prosperity on its people. 

Having entertained audiences for centuries, Awaji Puppet Theater is world 
renowned for its highly skilled puppetry, exquisite costumes, traditional music with 
narration and historic folklore. In an effort to preserve and maintain its presence in 
Japanese culture, Awaji Puppet Theater has been deemed an "Important Intangible Folk 
Cultural Property" by the Japanese government's Bunka-cho (Ministry of Cultural Affairs.) 

The Awaji Puppet troupe consists of 1 5 members. Unlike most European or 
American puppeteers, these are visible to the audience, but are cloaked in black hooded 
costumes called Kurokos, so the audience is able to focus on the puppet characters. 

Three puppeteers manipulate one puppet: one person operates the feet or legs, 
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another manipulates the left hand, while the third controls the right hand and head. This 
technique requires tremendous skill, timing and strength. The puppeteers must learn to 
breath in unison and synchronize all their moves, before a puppet can come to life on the 
stage. The Japanese call this "Sun-mi-ittai" or three bodies becoming one. In order to 
accomplish this, the puppeteers must religiously practice their art. It takes seven years for 
an Awaji puppeteer to learn each part and a lifetime to master the manipulation of the 
head and right hand. 

The puppets, which weigh about 22 pounds, are carefully crafted works of art that 
have a broad range of facial expressions. Many of them have moveable mouths, eyes and 
eyebrows, allowing them to portray a wide array of emotions. Some puppet faces can 
dramatically change from such characters as a little girl to a fox or a young man into a 
scary ghost. Many of the dolls have detachable heads, and every head has its own name. 

Although the Awaji Puppet performances are generally for adult audiences, there 
will be a free family puppet workshop for parents and their children on Saturday, 
November 8 at 10 a.m. in Gartner Auditorium. The Awaji puppeteers will demonstrate 
how they manipulate the puppets and explain the historical roots of the puppetry. The 
workshop fee is $2 per person ($1 for CMA members and Japan Society of Cleveland 
members). 

There will also be a free pre-performance lecture at 7 p.m. by Dr. Jane Marie 
Law, assistant professor of Japanese Religion at Cornell University. Dr. Robert Marra, a 
cultural anthropologist and president of the National Association of the Japan-America 
Societies will give opening remarks just prior to the performance. Tickets for the 
performance are $35 for the general public and $30 for CMA members and Japan Society 
of Cleveland members. Tickets are available through the Japan Society of Cleveland at 
(216) 694-4774. 

After their Cleveland premiere, the Awaji Puppet Players will perform throughout 
Ohio in Warren, Lima and Columbus, then perform at the Japan Society in New York City 
on November 14 and 15, before returning to the midwest for a final appearance in Detroit 
on the 16th. 

This program is also supported by the Japan Foundation through the Performing 
Arts Japan Program and the Ohio Arts Council. Special assistance was provided by the 
Japanese Association of Northeast Ohio and Japanese American Citizens League. 
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